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Fried: Games Managers Play

The Superstition Syndrome: The player continues to perform an action
that he believes is the only path to successful accomplishment, even
though actually it may be detrimental compared to other mehods.

High on the current best-seller lists is the book Games
People Play. Here is a specialized adaptation
that
theme — the very individualized games familiar in
every business atmosphere —

GAMES MANAGERS PLAY
by Louis Fried
University of California

rationalized reasons for player
s a result of the insights into
participation.
social relationships suggested
by the recent Games People Play, 1. Business Simulation — This
game can be played by any num
by Dr. Eric Berne,1 we have been
ber of players but works best with
stimulated to take a similar look at
small groups of two to six people.
the world of management. The
Participants are usually members
games identified in this article
of middle management or staff.
have been analyzed in a clinical
The player assumes that he is
manner to describe the overt ac
“president” of the company and
tivities in which the players parti
tells
the other players what he
cipate and the covert or internally
would do to correct current condi
tions. Each player is “president” in
1
Berne,
People Play; The Psy
turn.
The game can continue for a
chology of Human Relationships, Grove
Press, New York, 1964.
time limited only by the length of
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working hours. It can be—and often
is—continued at the favorite local
tavern.
The Payoff—Every player wins.
This game is a catharsis by which
the player can purge himself of
his frustration and simultaneously
strike out at the company by not
working.
2. The Superstition Syndrome—
This game is a management ver
sion of the childish game of “rab
bit’s foot” or “happiness and secur
ity blanket.” The player continues
to perform an action that he be
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complishment. This action generally
has no relationship to the com
pany’s successes; in fact, it may
actually be detrimental to them.
For example, a highly inefficient
new system is installed at the same
time that business improves. The
improvement is created by changed
market conditions but attributed
by the player to the new system.
If business turns worse, the player
will demand more effort applied to
the system in the mistaken belief
that it will improve business.
The Stone
policy: The player assumes that policy
The Payoff—The player derives
decisions made in
past should not be questioned whether
satisfaction from believing that his
or not they are still applicable to current conditions.
actions have a major impact on
events. The player also obtains a
feeling of security by reinforcing
his association with the familiar
Tablets
during distressing times.
the work of the program). The
then makes the decision and gam
3. The “Stone Tablets” Policy—
Crasher has often procrastinated
bles on the outcome.
This is related in some ways to the
to the point where only a special
The Payoff — The payoff to the
Superstition Syndrome. The player
effort can solve the problem. This
superior is obviously his ability to
assumes that policy decisions made
may
be a deliberate effort to set
stay out of trouble and sidestep
in the past should not be ques
himself up in a position to make a
responsibility. Many executives of
tioned, whether or not they are
“heroic” contribution to the firm.
limited talent occupy top positions
still applicable to current condi
The Crash Program is related
through skillful use of this game.
tions. He feels that if top man
to “Beat the Budget” in that it
The payoff for the subordinate
agement wanted to change the
provides an opportunity for the
is multivalued. He may be seeking
“commandments” it would do so.
manager of an understaffed func
an outlet for masochistic impulses,
The Payoff—The player obtains
tion to raise an alarm that will
in which case he will specialize in
a feeling of security from the sta
permit him to indiscriminately ig
wrong decisions. On the other hand
bility of these policies “engraved
nore previous budget constraints.
he may be trying to make himself
in stone.” He also attributes om
Instead of reporting that his func
indispensable to a weak superior.
niscience to management, invest
tion could not properly operate at
This particular subordinate’s end
ing it with god-like (or father
the original level, he operates
of the game could be titled, “Eager
image) characteristics. This per
within the budget until his situa
Beaver.”
mits him to evade responsibility
tion is critical and then demands
5. Consensus—This game is re
for any errors so long as he obeys
the Crash Program.
lated to Delayed Reaction Deci
policy.
The Crashee can also use the
sions in that a superior evades de
4. The Delayed Reaction Deci
program to make a “heroic” contri
cision making. It also provides an
sion (DRD)—This game requires
bution. He can also use the pro
opportunity for playing Business
two players, a superior and a sub
Simulation. The executive inter
gram as an excuse for such games
ordinate. The superior refuses to
views members of his staff and as
as Business Simulation, Workhorse,
make pressing decisions required
many of his superiors as he can
or Worked-All-Night
(WAN).
of him until circumstances force
safely approach. He then publishes
the subordinate to decide. The
the results of his survey
a “con
superior can then adopt the deci
sensus” decision.
LEWIS FRIED is an in
structor at the Univer
sion if the results are good or
The Payoff—The player is able
sity of California and is
blame the subordinate if the re
to hide from responsibility behind
employed by a Califor
sults are bad. The subordinate
a communal “we decided” when
nia electronics manufac
turing concern. In the
plays his version, which might be
stating policy or decisions.
past he was supervisor of
titled, “You bet your job.” At the
6. The Crash Program—This is
finance systems of Litton
a multiplayer game with two
sign of a delay by his superior,
Systems, Inc. Mr. Fried re
ceived his B.A. degree in public administration
basic types: the Crasher (who
the subordinate forces events to
from California State College in 1963 and his
initiates the crash program) and
create an atmosphere in which a
M.S. degree in management theory from San
Fernando Valley State College in 1965.
the Crashee (who has to perform
decision appears necessary. He
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The martyr player seeks advancement
by demonstrating his ability to save
the firm's money. He tries to find
methods that are "cheaper but just
as good" rather than do the orig
inally defined task.

WAN
is, Games
of course,
the Play
time-hon
Fried:
Managers
ored way to avoid going home for
a night.
The Payoff — The Crasher can
benefit by the notice of his supe
riors or by giving vent to his sadis
tic impulses. He also can free him
self from constraints or convince
himself that he can, by this effort,
make up for previous negligence
or error. Unfortunately, the Crash
Program almost always costs more
than the proper planned activity
would have cost.
The Crashee may use the pro
gram to make an impression on
his superior. He may also use it
against the Crasher by faking his
effort. This way he doubles his
payoff by looking like a heroic
worker while sabotaging the pro
gram to strike back at the Crasher’s
sadism.
7. Hot Potato (HOPO)—This is
the well known game of passing
the buck. It is often played in
conjunction with Stone Tablets,
DRD, or Consensus. It can also
be used with inanimate objects
(equipment failure) or environ
mental conditions (the weather or
the Crash Program). HOPO flour
ishes in any area of weak authority
or where conflicting lines of au
thority
It finds its most fer
tile ground in areas where policies
and procedures are poorly defined
or out of date.
HOPO has a subgame called
Recrimination in which, rather
than passively passing the hot po
tato, the players actively accuse
each other. Recrimination is not
only a good smoke screen but, by
using a technique of misdirection,
can also consume a great deal of
time. The passage of time works
to the advantage of the HOPO
player since it dulls the original
keen interest in locating the real
source of a problem. There is also
some chance that, given enough
time, the problem will disappear.
The Payoff — The player obvi
ously hopes to advance by selec
tively taking credit for successes
while avoiding blame for failures.
This game flourishes in an atmo
sphere of poorly defined responsi

bility and inadequately delegated
authority. Mediocre managers are
usually the most skillful HOPO
players, but when responsibility is
defined, even they must resort to
the more obvious games of Stone
Tablet, DRD, and Consensus.
8. Beat the Budget (BEAT)—
The object of this game is to
manipulate the budget to accom
plish a given purpose. Techniques
are extremely varied. Subgames
range from Martyr to Empire.
The Martyr player seeks ad
vancement by demonstrating his
ability to save the firm’s money.
This performance may lead to
total disregard of accomplishing
his stated purpose in an accurate
or satisfactory manner. Martyr
players tend to sample rather than
completely investigate. They try
to find methods that are “cheaper
but just as good” rather than do
the originally defined task. This
may—and usually does—result in
unsatisfactory or inadequate per
formance. However, until such re
sults are discovered, the player is
a hero. When the results are dis
covered he may play Martyr and
claim credit for saving the firm’s
money.
The Bright Boy (BB) player
takes advantage of the timing rela
tionship between budgets and
short-run projects. He makes use
of a method of “flexible budget
ing.” The essence of the game is
to budget after the project is com
pleted. When the budget is over
run on major projects, then BB
can make his excuses palatable by
pointing to his excellent past rec
ord of project budget comparisons.
The Empire player spends to
the limit of his budget and beyond
if circumstances will permit. If he
approaches the end of a budget
period with funds unspent he finds
some way to dispose of these
funds. The Empire player is prob
ably a greater gambler than the
Martyr player. The Empire player
tries to assure himself successively
larger budgets by his technique.
The game of Empire was a favor
ite during the good old cost-plusfixed fee government days and is
Management Services
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Musical Chairs: The basic method is to use reorganization as an ex
cuse for poor performance. If problems do not seem to permit rapid
solution, the player moves his supervisors into unfamiliar positions.

still popular in R&D-oriented firms.
The Payoff—Martyr and Empire
represent two different routes to
advancement. The Martyr may
even go so far as to suggest elimi
nation of his own job in the hope
of advancing. BB, on the  other
hand, is usually a game of survival
rather than of advancement. The
BB player uses the BEAT game as
a variety of HOPO. BEAT play
ers are generally noted for their
creative ingenuity.
9. Workhorse — The player of
this game never works less than
nine hours per day and works at
least six days a week. He finds ex
cuses to come to work on holidays
and he never takes a vacation. He
makes sure to be at work before
his superior arrives and after he
leaves. He double- and triple
checks everything he does.
The Payoff — Workhorse is not
played for advancement. The Ea
ger Beaver may play a game that
looks like Workhorse, but he, be
ing consciously after advancement,
merely tries to create an impres
sion without working.
The real Workhorse player really
works. The game is played for pay
offs that vary with the motivation.
At one extreme the player may
be satisfying sado-masochistic im
pulses by punishing himself and de
priving his family of his presence.

In another case the player could
be using the game to avoid an un
happy social situation (a subgame
called Mother-in-Law).
Generally, however, the Work
horse player is a frightened under
achiever. He occupies a position
that is beyond his normal capa
bility and he must, therefore, work
much harder than average to do
the job. He realizes this and con
sequently feels insecure. He plays
Workhorse not only to accomplish
his regular job but also to demon
strate to his superiors his willing
ness to work and his loyalty to the
company. In this manner he hopes
to assure his value to the firm. The
payoff for this player is survival
the firm.
10. Musical Chairs (CHAIRS)This is an executive game for one
player. The basic method is to use
reorganization as an excuse for
poor organizational performance.
If a functional area of the
has
problems that do not seem to per
mit rapid solution, then the player
moves his supervisors into positions
with which they are entirely un
familiar. Naturally, each supervisor
must learn the duties of his new
position. This learning process
takes time, during which the ori
ginal problem cannot be cured.
With luck, the problem may dis
appear.
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Sometimes the shifted supervis
ors may create problems for the
CHAIRS player. The supervisor
may take the game seriously and
try to modify his new area before
he is thoroughly familiar with it.
On the other hand, there is al
ways the remote possibility that
some supervisor may solve the
problem.
The Payoff—CHAIRS is played
to gain time and, to a lesser de
gree, in the unlikely event that a
problem may be solved by the
technique. It is usually used only
when an executive can think of no
immediate solution to his problems.
11. Intramural Politics (INTRA
POL)—This is the big game and
all members of management (wil
lingly or otherwise) must play it.
The previously mentioned games
are all used as well as some that
are briefly described by their titles:
Rumor
Crown Prince
Inside Track
Three-Way Parlay
Gang-Up

The Payoff—INTRAPOL is gen
erally played for advancement but
may be played for survival. The
heavy players are often identifi
able by nervous characteristics, golf
trophies, and handy bottles of
Maalox.
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